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Foreword

When you have cancer, you’re plunged into a new world. You have to take in new information; become an expert on your own cancer; keep your own spirit alive; you have to be strong for your children. And there’s chemo – which for most people becomes like a full-time job. It can be a commitment that means everything else has to take second place. You focus on getting well.

You can never explain to someone who hasn’t had chemo, what it’s like. On one level it’s the most miserable experience. It drains your energy, drains your soul and makes you feel sick as a dog, sick to death. On the other – it saves your life. It’s on your side in the battle.

It is so amazing to fight that battle and win. And even more amazing to be in the middle of that battle – and then take on another one, as Barbara Clark has.

I first met Barbara, and her gorgeous little boy Ash, at the Sun Wondermum awards. She stood out for me as my kind of woman. All the women there had done incredible things, but I couldn’t believe Barbara’s spirit. I am backing her every step of the way.

To have a child who’s ill is devastating, as I know. To have cancer would bring anyone to their knees. Barbara’s lived through those experiences and then some, but on top of that, she fought the system to get the cure she needed and she won. Only a mother could have been brave enough to do that. Only a mother could fight so hard, not to knock someone else down but to keep herself alive – and to help everyone else who needed it. That’s my kind of spirit. That’s a woman after my own heart. You put your family first when you’re faced with a devastating situation like that, and that’s how you do the impossible.

We know now that cancer isn’t something you just get when you’re old. Young people everywhere are getting it, too often. I know this from my work as part of the Sharon Osbourne Colon Cancer Program. But thank God the treatments are getting younger and newer too – more and more incredible solutions like Herceptin that everybody should have a right to.

There are lots of resources out there for people with cancer. I think one of them should be taking inspiration from people like Barbara who are fighters, survivors, who have taken on something so difficult and pulled it off. I’ve beaten cancer and I know the courage it takes. I hope reading this book will help give more people out there the courage they didn’t know they had.

Sharon Osbourne


Preface

Everything they say, all those clichés, they’re true.

My blood ran cold. My stomach turned over. Time slowed down. All of that happened.

My fingers had felt a lump, under my left arm, a growth exactly where the old one had been. That first lump had been cancer and it had come very close to killing me after I discovered it, thirteen months before.

This was a new lump; but it might be the old cancer. It could be the same malignancy, back for a second stab at killing me.

And if that was the case, I was going to die.

I didn’t scream. I didn’t have to sit down. With my mind surprisingly calm, as if I had been expecting this, I continued to explore the contours of the lump with my fingertips. There were simple questions I needed to ask, to find out my fate: Did this growth move? Was it painful? Was it smooth, or coarse like orange peel?

Raising my elbow to the back of my head, I tried to see the lump from the clearest angles in the mirror, trying to get the light on it. Trying to feel round the back of it, to see if it was solid, immovable and uneven on the underside, as the first lump had been. Cancers tend not to move around – did this? I couldn’t be certain.

Finding this new lump had nothing to do with chance. I’d been looking for it because I had survived breast cancer once. I was feeling for lumps minutes after I had come out of the treatment room. It was ridiculous, but I couldn’t help myself. I was constantly checking.

People try to offer reassurance, promising that I would move on, that the fear of a recurrence would fade. I hadn’t had a chance yet to find out if that was true. It was 16 March 2006, merely a matter of weeks since I’d been given the all-clear, since a mammogram had shown there was no cancer in my breasts.

I turned away from the bathroom mirror. It might have been fluid. It might have been a lymph node. It might have been nothing to worry about; but I was going to worry. I was going to think about nothing else till I knew. The question was, would it help to know? If this was a death sentence, did I want to hear a doctor say it out loud?

I wanted to keep it to myself. But when the nurse came to my home to give me my drugs that lunchtime – the drugs I’d fought for, tooth and nail, in the desperate hope they’d give me a chance of life – I had to tell her. Keeping my voice as calm as I could, I said, ‘I’ve got a new lump. I think the cancer’s back. It’s going to kill me this time.’

The nurse was composed and sensible. She said exactly what I would have said if I’d been wearing my nurse’s uniform that day.

‘You have to tell your doctor, Barbara. Straight away.’

If I had to put my life in someone else’s hands, Dr Paul Hansford is the GP I would trust. I knew he could be relied on neither to overreact nor to dismiss my fears lightly. I called him and said, ‘I’m not sure, but I think my cancer might be back. What should I do? Should I ring the hospital?’

Part of me wanted him to say, ‘Don’t be silly, Barbara. You can’t have another lump. You’ve only just had the all-clear.’

Instead, his tone was brisk and urgent: ‘Come and see me first, right now. You don’t need an appointment.’

I turned up just after Dr Hansford finished his morning surgery. After a careful inspection, he announced, ‘I think I can detect a lump, too. It may well be nothing, but we know that last time it was – we can’t afford any delays with this. I’ll write to the hospital, but in the meantime you must ring them and tell them what you found. Get up there and have it checked out.’

I was in shock as I left the surgery. Part of my brain had told me, all the way there, ‘This must be your imagination. You know that the constant imagining of lumps is part of what follows cancer.’

The confirmation from Dr Hansford that he could feel something too was as great a shock as the first time I’d been diagnosed. And because the lump was in the same place as before, I was absolutely terrified. In a dazed state, I went home and rang the hospital. They said I could come in on Thursday, which was two days away.

I didn’t sleep much in those two days.

Everything I’d been through, everything I’d achieved – the human-rights case, the publicity, the victory over the NHS, the fight of my life – was all that over? Was the cancer really going to win after all? Should I have accepted from the start that the clock was ticking down the last weeks and days of my life?

No. I wouldn’t accept defeat until it killed me. That’s not me, not my style. I’m a fighter.

Though Taunton Musgrove Hospital didn’t have a resident oncologist, or cancer specialist, on its roster, I was able to see the staff-grade doctor in the oncology department. Dr Sarah Bryant had become a familiar face to me during the past year, and I had grown used to her solemn, sympathetic manner. I always think of her as Dr Doom. By that I don’t mean she has a death-knell voice, or that she’s at all unpleasant. It’s just that, with her sad eyes and measured speech, she makes me feel as if my days are numbered … and the number isn’t in double figures.

Sometimes a doctor with a kindly manner is worse than one who’ll stand for no nonsense. Often it’s best if somebody says, ‘There’s nothing to worry about – pull yourself together.’ But Dr Bryant looks at me with such sympathy that I can’t help thinking, This is it! I’ve had it!

She studied my lump and said, ‘I think you’re probably right. We need to get a good look at that. Go for another ultrasound.’

The ultrasound team couldn’t fit me in for at least another two weeks. That delay would not necessarily matter: if the lump was my old cancer returned, nothing could save me, not even an ultrasound that same day. But two weeks was a long time to wait for what could turn out to be the worst news of my life.

I decided to make the best of it. I had long ago realised that if I was not destined to enjoy a long life, I would do everything in my power to live a short life to the full. My highest priority would be my family – nothing could be better than time spent with the people dearest to me.

With Easter approaching, we were booked on a caravan break in Exmouth. I was going with my younger son, Ash, who is twelve, as guests of my younger brother, Paul, his partner, Alison, and their son, Scott. Scott is eleven, a great playmate for Ash.

I had to tell Paul and Alison about the lump, but the children didn’t know. I couldn’t let them have any hint of it. Paul’s reaction was to play the danger down: ‘You’ll be all right.’ That’s the way he copes, but I knew he was very worried. Alison was a lot more sympathetic – the first thing she did when she got the news from Paul was to phone me and pour out her support.

It was a dreadful situation to be in when you’re going off on holiday, but I knew how much the break meant to everyone. I forced myself to smile, and immediately felt better – smiling generates endorphins, or ‘happy’ hormones. I’m not pretending to be brave; I’m just blessed with brilliant sons who unfailingly keep my spirits buoyant. Richard, my nineteen-year-old, would be working and unable to join us, but Ash was looking forward to this break as if it was the trip of a lifetime. With Ash around, smiling is easy. No matter how frightened I was, it was impossible to go on holiday with my sweet, cheerful little boy and wear a scowl.

Paul had booked and paid for the caravan as his family’s holiday. Since there was a spare bedroom, they invited us, which is typical of his generous nature. The caravan site had a spa, where you could sit and bubble away in the Jacuzzi. Paul thought that would be ideal, and it did turn out to be inspired.

I’m very close to Paul, and have been since he was born. I always wanted a baby boy of my own and, for me, my little brother was the next best thing. He’s nine years younger than me and I adored him when we were growing up, though he’ll tell you a different story: he’ll say that I used to chase him and tickle him, but naturally I deny it. Paul was gorgeous, blond and blue-eyed. I have another brother who is only two years younger, but he didn’t like me to fuss over him or spoil him; we were more like friends.

Because there were three adults and two children on our holiday, we could take the Jacuzzi in turns, jumping into the hot tub in pairs, with the third one doing the babysitting. So Paul went in with Alison, and the next day I went in with her … That way, she managed to enjoy a double ration of spas. That girl’s not daft.

We were fortunate with the Devon sunshine. The Jacuzzi was out on the roof and there were even a few mad people sunbathing, though it wasn’t really warm enough. But we sat in the hot tub and it was like being in the south of France. The sea was blue, the sun was shining, it was absolutely fabulous … and we sat there and we talked about the lump.

I wasn’t thinking too negatively – it wasn’t as if I was convinced this would be the last family holiday I’d ever have. I always have hope. I can say without false modesty that I’m a brave person – I’ve been through enough to know. I can usually rely on myself to find that bit of courage I need.

I told Alison, ‘If I have the ultrasound and it goes against me, I’ll say, “Will of God,” and I’ll get on with what’s left of my life. My philosophy so far has been “Where there’s life there’s hope.” And if the hope runs out, that philosophy is going to become “Only the good die young”!’

We fell about laughing. What else are you going to do?

But what worried me more than anything was telling the boys. I just couldn’t face it. Just a few weeks before, I’d told Ash and Richard that I was clear of cancer. Now I thought of my boys’ faces if I had to break the worst to them.

I knew I wouldn’t be able to keep it a secret, because I’d be going backwards and forwards to the hospital. I’d need another operation, and the media would certainly pick up on it. I’ve been very honest with the media right from the start of my campaign, always willing to explain my timetable of appointments and treatments. This was the first time I’d hidden anything from them.

It wasn’t that I wanted to deceive anyone, but I was simply terrified of telling my sons.

I said to Alison, ‘There are a few possibilities here. It could be a new primary lump, in which case I’ve still got a chance of getting it removed and being cancer-free. Or it could be the old lump returned, in which case the cancer will be incurable. I might live for years with the right treatment, but the doctors will classify me as terminally ill. It could be delayed by treatments such as chemotherapy, but in the end it will spread. But there is a third possibility: it could be benign. I’m praying that’s the case, because it’s the one outcome that leaves me with nothing to worry about. Let’s face it, nine out of ten lumps are benign. But this one’s in exactly the same place as the last one.’

Those were the three possibilities, and we discussed them countless times while we were bubbling away. Curiously, the conversations weren’t depressing; in fact, we felt energised and uplifted. Something so grim hanging over your head makes you aware of how good life is.

I sat there and I soaked up the sunshine. I loved the fact that I was alive, and I loved the view. It was sensational. I love living. I grab it with both hands. The knowledge that you might soon be taken away from your family makes you intensely aware of how much you feel for them, and how much you want to spend time with them. Nothing else matters half as much. We didn’t even have to stroll over to the clubhouse in the evenings; it was enough to share a bottle of wine in the caravan and reminisce.

Within weeks I was granted a reprieve. The ultrasound, when it eventually came, gave promising signs that my growth was benign, and a triple core biopsy proved I was safe. Final confirmation, though, didn’t come until 27 April, and those weeks were among the most nerve-racking of the whole ordeal. The shock had served one good purpose, however: it had focused my mind on telling this story.

As I lay back and let the Jacuzzi waters massage me, I realised for the first time that I had to get everything set down on paper. Ash is mature for his age, but he is not old enough to fully understand what’s been happening in these recent months, and Richard has grown up quickly since my diagnosis, but there’s so much they both don’t know, and one day they will want to. There’s a chance I won’t be around to tell them.

I started to think about my battle for survival in the context of my whole life. I already understood that, in many ways, my experiences had been preparing me for this for a long time.
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